Theological Studies Faculty Works

Theological Studies

2013

‘Jesus Wept’: Mourning as Imitation of Christ in Bernard’s Sermon
Twenty-Six on the Song of Songs
Anna Harrison

Follow this and additional works at: https://digitalcommons.lmu.edu/theo_fac
Part of the Religion Commons
This Article is brought to you for free and open access by the Theological Studies at Digital Commons @ Loyola
Marymount University and Loyola Law School. It has been accepted for inclusion in Theological Studies Faculty
Works by an authorized administrator of Digital Commons@Loyola Marymount University and Loyola Law School.
For more information, please contact digitalcommons@lmu.edu.

"Jesus Wept":
Mourning as Imitation of Christ in
Bernard's Sermon Twenty-Six
on the Song of Songs*
ANNA HARRISON

When Mary therefore was come where Jesus was, seeing him, she fell
down at his feet, and saith to him: Lord, if thou hadst been there, my
brother had not died. Jesus, therefore, when he saw her weeping, and
the Jews that were come with her, weeping, groaned in the spirit, and
troubled himself, and said: Where have you laid him? They say to him:
Lord, come and see. And Jesus wept. The Jews therefore said: Behold
how he loved him. (Jn 11:32-35)'
LATE ANTIQUE AND medieval writings relate a range of responses witb
wbicb women and men met tbe deatb of an intimate. We read of Ambrose's grief over tbe deatb of bis brotber, Satyrus, grief tbat was, to tbe
bisbop, a ransom for tbe grief of all;^ of Augustine's self-reproacb upon
realizing at tbe deatb of tbe intensely loved friend of bis youth tbat every
soul bound to mortal things is bound to torment;^ of Gregory of Nyssa's
1. I thank Marlene Hennessy and Carmela Vircillo Franklin for their long-ago support of my
work on SC 26, and Marsha Dutton for her more recent encouragement. My thanks go, as well, to
Cistercian Studies Quarterly's anonymous readers. I am grateful to Tony Amodeo, Reference Librarian, and Orlando Penetrante, Coordinator, Document Delivery Services, William H. Hannon Library,
Loyola Marymount University.
The Holy Bible, Douay Rheims Version (Rockford, IL: Tan, 1980).
2. Ambrose, De excessu fratris sui Satyri libri duo-, On His Brother, Saytrus, 1, Funeral Orations,
trans. Leo P. McCauley and John J. Sullivan et al., FC 22 (New York: Fathers of tbe Church, 1953) 161.
3. Augustine, Confessions 1.4.4; Augustine, Confessions: Introduction and Text, intro. and
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sober determination to turn lamentation into psalmody so that grief-induced tears over the dead Macrina, his sister, might be transformed into
tears of prayer;* of Hildegard of Bingen's praise of the holiness and of the
beauty ofher beloved, the nun Richardis;^ of the tears the nuns of Helfta
wept for their newly deceased Abbess Gertrude, which became to her a
delicious refection in heaven;"^ of the relief that came over Angela of Foligno upon learning of the death ofher husband and children, for which
she had prayed.^ Bernard's S 26 offers us yet another response to death.
Tucked into one of the most celebrated and sumptuous religious texts of
the Middle Ages, Bernard of Glairvaux's Sermons on the Song of Songssoaring, sensual, determined, and optimistically fanning the mounting
desire of the soul for God—we find an unabashed apology for mourning,
in which the author assumes center stage^ and in which he casts himself
within a pedigreed tradition of the bereaved that includes King David
and Jesus.
Bernard's fear that his sorrow at the death of his older brother, Gerard, has conquered his own faith is the central expressed concern of S
26.' Bernard's fear echoes an anxiety about the grief associated with another's death that travels back to the first centuries of Ghristianity and of
which Augustine's reflections, in the Confessions, on his mother's death
provide an illustration with which Bernard was probably familiar and
which, indeed, Bernard may have taken as a model for his own Sermon,
trans. James J. O'Donnell, 3 vols. (Oxford: Clarendon, 1992) 1:36-37.
4. Gregory of Nyssa, The Life of Saint Macrina, trans. Kevin Corrigan (Toronto: Peregrina,
1987) 51.
5. Hildegard of Bingen, Hildegardis Bingensis Epistolarium, ed. L. Van Acker (Turnhout: Brepols, 1941) 30-31.
6. Gertrude of Helfta, Le Héraut, ed. and trans. Pierre Doyère, et al., Gertrude d'Helfla: Oeuvres spirituelles, 4 vols.. Série des texts monastiques d'occident, SCh 331 (Paris: Cerf, 1968-86) 52,
7. See Catherine Mooney's analysis of the history of interpretation of the relevant passages,
which have long intrigued, perplexed, and disturbed readers (Catherine M. Mooney, "The Changing
Fortunes of Angela of Foligno, Daughter, Mother, and Wife," History in the Comic Mode: Medieval
Communities and the Matter of Person, ed. Rachel Fulton and Bruce W. Holsinger [New York Columbia UP, 2007] 56-67 and 307-10).
8. M. B. Pranger, Bernard ofClairvaux and the Shape ofMonastic Thought: Broken Dreams,
Brill's Studies in Intellectual History (New York: Brill, 1994) 164.
9. The Exordium magnum cisterciense incorporates a portion of Bernard's description of his
grief (EM 3.1). For a discussion of the differences between Bernard's own expression of his experience of mourning and that contained in Exordium magnum, see Brian P. McGuire, The Difficult
Saint: Bernard ofClairvaux and His Tradition, CS 126 (Kalamazoo, MI: Cistercian, 1991) 141; and
Pranger, Bernard i66.
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as scholars such as Peter von Moos, Marinus Burcht Pranger, and Marsha
Dutton have argued.'" Augustine reproaches himself for the wave of sorrow that washes over him when his mother, Monica, dies, chastising himself for succumbing to human emotions: "What was it that grieved my
heart so deeply?" Augustine wonders. "Only the newness of the wound,"
he asserts, and, trying to tease a thread of reason through the messy mass
of his unsettling emotions, he continues, "in finding the custom I had
so loved of living with her suddenly snapped short."" In thus accounting for his sorrow, Augustine seeks to separate himself from those whose
weeping and moaning were—from his vantage point—manifestations of
a perception of death as a state of misery or as annihilation. His grief does
not compromise his faith, he wants to proclaim. "My grief is different
from theirs," Augustine seems to cry out. And yet, in mourning Monica,
the son continues to be grieved by his own feelings (Augustine, Conf
9:12-13). As the Confessions relate, Augustine seems not to have worked

10. For Bernard's dependency on Augustine's account of his response to his mother's death,
see Peter von Moos, Consolatio, Studien zur Mittelalteinischen Trostlitteratur über den Tod und um
Problem der christlichen Trauer (Munich: Fink, 1971) 162-91; WimVerbaal, "Preaching the Dead from
Their Graves: Bernard of Clairvaux's Lament on His Brother Gerard," Speculum Sermonis: Interdisciplinary Reflections on the Medieval Sermon, ed. Georgiana Donavin, Cary J. Nederman, and Richard
Utz (Turnhout: Brepols, 2004) 131; and Marsha Dutton, who contends that Augustine's reflections
in the Confessions on those whom he mourned—his mother, his anonymous young friend, and Nebridius—exerted a great influence on Bernard's composition ("A Time for Weeping: The Genre and
Function of Twelfth-Century Cistercian Laments" [working paper] 6-9 and 14). For Bernard's familiarity with the Confessions, see Pierre Courcelle, Les confessions de Saint Augustin dans la tradition
littéraire, Anécédents et postérité (Paris: Études Augustiniennes, 1963) esp. 280-81. Bernard may have
also known, and in part modeled his sermon on, Ambrose's sermon on the death of Satyrus (Anselm
Hoste, "Aelred of Rievaubc and the Monastic Planctus" Citeaux 18 [1968] : 387; Brian Patrick McGuire,
Friendship and Community: The Monastic Experience 350-12S0, CS 95 [Kalamazoo, MI: Cistercian,
1988] 46). Pranger asserts that Bernard depends heavily on his patristic predecessors more generally,
by which he seems to mean Gregory of Nyssa, Ambrose, and Augustine (Pranger, Bernard 164-65).
SC 26 is not simply an iteration of earlier laments. See McGuire, who emphasizes the Sermon's departure from earlier expressions of grief in Christian literature (McGuire, Difficult Saint 143).
Bernard's influence on subsequent medieval texts has yet to be evaluated. McGuire thinks
Bernard's Sermon provided the model for Eheà of Rievaulx's lament for his friend Simon, contained within the Mirror of Charity (McGuire, Difficult Saint 144) and Dutton (5) that Bernard
(and iElred) served as inspiration for Gilbert of Hoyland's lament on the death of JSXreà in his
SC 41. In her analysis of three twelfth-century Cistercian laments embedded in writings Bernard, i£lred, and Gilbert authored, Dutton (esp. 3-4) has found significant formal and functional similarities. She argues that we should consider these several laments as a distinct genre.
11. Augustine, Confessiones 9.12.30; Augustine, Confessions, trans. F. J. Sheed, 2"'' ed. (Indianapolis: Hackett, 2006) 181.

436

ANNA HARRISON

out to his satisfaction the place of grief in the life of a good Ghristian. This
is what Bernard strives to accomplish in S 26.'^
Bernards sermon is the twenty-sixth of his eighty-six sermons on the
Song of Songs. Although the bulk of the S 26 is given over to Bernards
lamentation, it opens with a commentary on Song 1:4, picking up where
S 25 left off, as the tents ofKedar, as the curtains of Solomon: "This is our
starting point, since it is where the last sermon ended."" Bernard explains
that "tent" means body. Our bodies are the tents in which we wander as
pilgrims, in which we wage our life's war. As long as we are in our bodies, we are away from the Lord (2 Gor 5:6; GF 7:59). For "'God is light' [1
Jn 1:5]," and, as Bernard comments (referring to the verse's first clause),
Kedar signifies darkness."* Souls are eager to be divested of their bodies,
so that they may "fly to the embraces of Ghrist."'' Declaring abruptly that
grief compels him to cut short his interpretation before he can discuss the
remainder of the verse, Bernard aborts his commentary, adamant that
he cannot do otherwise: "The sorrow that oppresses me since my bereavement compels me to come to an end [Jb 6:2]" (SG 26.2; GF 7:60). "I,
whose life is bitterness, what have I to do with this canticle?" (SG 26.3; GF
7:60)—a marriage song, a song of love and desire and union with Ghrist
(see SG 1.11-12)—Bernard asks. And then he proceeds directly to a consideration of Gerard's burial, focusing fixedly on himself at his brother's
grave. This marks the beginning of the central portion of S 26.'*
12. For a comparison of Augustine's and Bernard's sense of their own grief that is similar to my
own, see Ann W. Astell, The Song of Songs in the Middle Ages (Cornell, 1990) 123-24.
13. Bernard of Clairvaux, SC 26.1; Bernard of Clairvaux, On the Song of Songs 2, trans. Kilian
Walsh, The Works of Bernard of Clairvaux, vol. 3, CF 7 (Kalamazoo: Cistercian, 1983) 58.
14. Bernard, SC 26.2; CF 7:59.
15. Bernard, SC 26.2; CF 7:59. On this passage and on the images of life as war and pilgrimage
and fleeing the flesh in Bernard's writings, see G. R. Evans, Bernard of Clairvaux, Great Medieval
Thinkers (New York: Oxford UP, 2000) 28-31.
16. In this sermon, Bernard makes reference to a host of concerns relevant to a monastic
audience. For example, we learn something about what it means to be a good companion and a
good member of the monastic community (SC 26.5-7), about the importance attached to the specific
intention animating each of our actions and the necessity of scrutinizing and evaluating our intentions (SC 26.6), about the precariousness of happiness (SC 26.8), about virtue—and particularly the
monastic virtues of humñity and obedience, and also about the virtue of love (SC 26.6), and about
the value of relationships, spiritual and famihal (SC 26.8). Although it reflects a litany of preoccupations, the Sermon is largely about what it appears to be about: private grief and the public display of
mourning. Verbaal contends that the lesson Bernard presents in SC 26 has little to do with grief and
is best understood as an illustration of a variety of themes that preoccupy Bernard in the preceding
section of the sermon (Verbaal 137-38). Leclercq asserts that this sermon is more an account of
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The apparently brusque change of topic belies the continuity between
exegesis and lament, as scholars such as Brian Patrick McGuire, Wim
Verbaal, and Marsha Dutton have shown.'^ Bernard has carefully considered the relationship between his commentary on the Song of Songs and
that portion of his sermon that is his lamentation. Exactly those themes
that Bernard has drawn out of the Song 1:4—body, earthly pilgrimage
and combat, death, salvation—are elaborated in the section of the sermon that treats of Gerard.'^ Moreover, Bernard's interpretation of Song
1:4 coupled with his discussion (which immediately follows his commentary on the verse) of his intense sorrow at the burial of his brother sets up
for the reader the twin points of view from which Bernard will consider
his brother's death: on the one hand, death as the fulflllment of the soul's
desire to flee this earthly body (that is, Gerard's perspective), and, on the
other hand, death as experienced by those burying the body (Bernard's
perspective).
Bernard composed this Sermon in 1138, when he was forty-eight
years old, abbot of Glairvaux, and newly deprived of Gerard. Gerard was
cellarer and bursar of the monastery, and he was Bernard's older brother,
friendship than anything else: Jean Leclercq, "The Joy of Dying According to St. Bernard," CSQ 25.3
(1990): 168.
17. McGuire, Friendship 311; Verbaal 137-39; Dutton 20-26. Ann Matter has found that Bernard's sermons on the Song of Songs do not routinely present a "formal interpretation of the biblical
book" but regularly take up topics that the abbot considered of significance to the Christian life (E.
Ann Matter, The Voice of My Beloved: The Song of Songs in Western Medieval Christianity (Phñadelphia: U of Pennsylvania P, 1990) 124. Dutton has observed that Cistercian authors regularly employ
laments to illustrate themes central to the works in which the lament is embedded and which the
lament appears to interrupt (Dutton 3 and 20).
18. On the continuity between lament and the larger sermon, see Dutton 20-26. The various
and obvious thematic links between the larger commentary and the lament did not keep at least
one of Bernard's contemporaries from criticizing what he perceived as a confusion of genres within
SC 26. Noting that the sermon was part of a commentary on the biblical book that describes the
embrace between Christ and the church, Berenger of Poitiers lampooned SC 26, howling that Bernard had brought a dead man to a wedding party. For Berenger's polemic against Bernard and his
inveighing against this sermon, see Etienne Gilson, The Mystical Theology of Saint Bernard (London:
Sheed, 1955) 167-72; Astell, Song 122-23; Pranger, Bernard 177-80; Verbaal 204.) From one perspective, this confusion makes basic sense and is fitting for a person who is locked in grief: she or he perceives the promiscuous presence of the beloved departed—and so the dead accompany the bereaved
everywhere, even to weddings. As Pranger points out {Bernard 181), there is something else going
on here, specific to Bernard's sermons on the Song of Songs. For there is indeed in these sermons, a
wedding banquet celebrated at which, while Bernard grieves here on earth, Gerard feasts in heaven
(SC 27.1), enjoying that banquet to which the whole of the Song of Songs calls all of its readers. According to Bernard, moreover, for the holiest among us death is, of course, consummation of the love
between the bride and the Bridegroom.
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bis "friend and neigbbor" (Ps 87:i9;SC 26.4; CF 7:62). Tbe Sermon is a
cbarged expression of Bernard's sorrow and rage at tbe bitter separation
(SC 26.4; CF 7:61) wrougbt tbrougb deatb, in wbicb Bernard summons
to memory tbe pleasure and utility be received from Gerard's companionsbip and announces bis enduring need for bis brotber. As mucb as
it cries out witb tbe immediacy of fresh loss and raw longing, Bernard
composed this Sermon witb deliberation. SC 26ÍS a bigbly crafted and
measured work. Its studied beauty as well as tbe intricate relationsbips
among its complex contents and its similarities witb a number of patristic
laments—togetber witb wbat we know about tbe process of redaction in
which Bernard engaged with virtually all of bis work—indicate tbat tbis
sermon in its final form is not tbe product of a spontaneous outpouring
of feeling," bowever mucb Bernard's prose may tend to convey tbis impression.
Altbough tbe experience of grieving and mourning tbat Bernard relates is surely contrived, in tbe sense tbat be bas elaborated on it, and
perbaps significantly, Bernard's self-portrait need not on tbis account be
dismissed as otber or even distant from bis sense of self as mourner.^"
19. Elphège Vacandard, Vie de saint Bernard, 2 vols. (Paris: Lecoffre, 1895) 2:55, regards the
portion of SC 26 dedicated to Gerard as an involuntary outpouring of pain and reflective of Bernard's
sensitivity. My own reading of the text is in agreement with what is now the standard interpretation,
for which see, for example, Michael Casey, "Reading Saint Bernard: The Man, the Medium, the Message," Brill's Companion to the Christian Tradition, ed. Brian Patrick McGuire (Leiden: Brill, 2011) 76;
Brian Patrick McGuire, "Introduction: A Companion to Bernard of Clairvaux," Brill's Companion,
ed. McGuire 12; Dorette Sabersky, "Aifectum Confessus Sum, et Non Negavi': Reflections on the
Expression of Affect in the 26"' Sermon on tbe Song of Songs of Bernard of Clairvaux," The Joy of
Learning and the Love of God: Studies in Honor of Jean Leclercq, CS 160 (Kalamazoo, MI: Cistercian,
1995) 187-89,194; Dutton 3,25-26. Although there are allusions within the text to the circumstances
of the sermon's delivery and to listeners, these may simply be a convention of tbe sermon genre and
are not, taken alone, evidence that this sermon was ever preached. Jean Leclercq taught us long
ago tbat Bernard's sermons traveled through a number of stages in the process of their redaction
(Jean Leclercq, "Les sermons sur les Cantiques: ont-ils été pronounces?" RB 65 (1955): 71-89. See,
for example, Jean Leclercq, CF 7:vx-xvii. As Pranger has pointed out, Bernard did not excise the
lament as he continued to work on his sermons on tbe Song of Songs, which he did until his death
(M. B. Pranger, "Bernard the Writer," Brill's Companion, ed. McGuire 241). On tbe delivery of the sermon, see Leclercq, Introduction, CF 7:vx-xvii. For a formal analysis of SC 26, see Pranger, "Writer";
Vabaal; Dutton 1-48.
20. My reading in this way differs from that which Wim Verbaal has offered. Arguing tbat
those passages in which Bernard appears to lay bare his most intimate emotions are highly stylized,
Verbaal cautions that we should not rely on the text to divulge Bernard's "personal opinions and sentiments" (Verbaal 113 and 117). Verbaal's attention to the rhetoric and structure of the of tbis Sermon
is in line tbe work of scholars such as Peter von Moos and, more recently, Marsha Dutton, who have
rightly argued that we must take careful account of the Sermon's formal structure and indebtedness
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While it is the case that Bernard probably deliberately modeled aspects of
his sermon on Augustine's expression of sorrow over Monica's death, and
he may have relied as well on Ambrose's funeral oration for his brother, Jean Leclercq was right to suggest that the SG 26's artistry is in part
impelled exactly by the importance to Bernard of the sermon's content;
thus, the stylized writing does not, to Leclercq's mind, compromise the
authenticity of the emotions the sermon portrays.^' We should nonetheless not suppose that it was Bernard's intention to render the fullness of
his feelings fully accessible to his audience or that he believed that to
do so was even possible. In this context, Rachel Fulton's reflections on
the lament of JElred of Rievaulx (1109-67), Bernard's fellow Gistercian,
for his friend Simon and modern scholars' assessment of ^lred's text are
worth quoting at length:
the scholarly impulse . . . is to remind readers that however much
Aelred's lament for Simon might appear to be simply a spontaneous,
unmediated outpouring of grief, tbe fact tbat it breaks into an otberwise highly technical exposition on the nature of charity should remind us that, as historians, we have access only to the representations
of emotions and otber physical sensations, not to the reality of the experience itself, tbat wbat we have here, in Aelred's lament for his friend,
is as much a consciously crafted artifact of spiritual instruction as is
the body of tbe work in which it appears. To which cautious dictum,
Aelred, and doubtless also Bernard, would reply, "But, of course." "No
one," Aelred observed, paraphrasing Paul, "knows what goes on in another human being except tbe human spirit which is within him [cf. 1
Cor 2:11]."^^

The naked contours of Bernard's grief are necessarily shaded from
to patristic texts. Questions about the authenticity of claims associated with the medieval Christian
lament are not new. Almost half a century ago, Pierre Courcelle (301) wondered whether the Simon
for whom Bernard's younger Cistercian contemporary, ¿îlred of Rievaulx, lamented might be a literary fiction.
21. Jean Leclercq, "The Making of a Masterpiece," Bernard ofClairvaux, On the Song of Songs
4, trans. Irene Edmonds, CF 40 (Kalamazoo: Cistercian, 1980) xvii-xxii. Ann Astell is among the
scholars who assume that grief over his brother's death animated Bernard's sermon (Astell 120-21).
Adele Fiske has pointed out that Bernard routinely uses superlatives to give voice to suffering associated with separation from his friends (Adele Fiske, "St. Bernard and Friendship," parts 1 and 2,
Citeaux: commentarii cistercienses 2 [i960]: 5-25, 85-103, here at 89).
22. Rachel Fulton, From Judgment to Passion: Devotion to Christ and the Virgin Mary, 8001200 (New York: Columbia UP, 2002) 424.
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our view; they are not on that account wholly hidden. Whether the events
recounted in the sermon took place in the precise manner in which Bernard relates is largely foreign to my own concerns, and the ways in which
Bernard recast his experience in the telling of the events surrounding
Gerard's death is not pertinent to my analysis of SG 26. We do not have to
treat Bernard's Sermon as transparently autobiographical in order to cull
from it one man's opinions, attitudes, and apprehensions about his own
grief and about mourning more generally.
There is, in any case, no reason to suppose that real grief and anxiety
about this grief did not really impinge on Bernard, as he relates they did
in his sermon. If we are in large part who we wish to be and wish others
to imagine we are, then in this sense the self is as much a fiction as a fact.
In any case, we know that a rigid bifurcation between the writer keenly
concerned with instruction and the man laying bare the recesses of the
self is foreign to Bernard's sensibility, as R. W. Southern observed decades
ago and as Pranger's more recent work suggests.^^ Moreover, Bernard's
persona was embedded in his understanding of himself as model to the
men in his charge, to whom they ought rightly to turn as an exemplary
monk.^* Bernard was a man determined to fulfill his role as abbot expertly, and, as Leclercq has rightly insisted, Bernard, in his writings, draws
self-consciously on his own experience and reflects on this experience
with the conviction that the better one knows oneself, the more one can
lead others to the self-knowledge that is concomitant with the movement
toward salvation.^^ Thus, in this study, I focus on the questions and ap23. R. W. Southern, The Making of the Middle Ages (New Haven: Yale UP, 1953) 228-29, and
Pranger, "Writer" 221.
24. As Didier noticed long ago, Bernard counted himself among those few who walked in
Christ's footsteps (J.-Ch. Didier, "Limitation de l'humanité du Christ selon saint Bernard," Supplement à la Vie spirituelle: études et documents [Paris: Cerf, 1919] 83). For Bernard's offering of himself
as model to his monks, see John R. Sommerfeldt, Bernard ofClairvaux: On the Spirituality of Relationship (New York: Newman, 2004) 13-25, esp. 22, and McGuire, Introduction 12. For Bernard's
sense of responsibility for the monks in his charge, see Brian Patrick McGuire, Friendship and Faith:
Cistercian Men, Women, and Their Stories, 1100-1250, Variorum Collected Studies Series (Aldershot:
Ashgate, 2002) 256-59. For Bernard's sense that in writing about himself for his audience, he offers
himself to them, so that they may identify with him and follow him, see Jean Leclercq, "Introduction," Bernard ofClairvaux: Selected Works, trans. G. R. Evans (New York: Paulist, 1987) 13.
25. See, in Leclercq, Introduction 31, 38-39, also 14. According to Leclercq, in none of Bernard's works does he so thoroughly incorporate aspects of his own experience—of his soul, of his
travels, of his travail, and of his triumphs—as in his sermons on the Song of Songs. The whole of the
treatise is, in fact, "based more on his own experience than on the text of the poem" (Leclercq, Intro-
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prehensions that Bernard tells us came to the fore as he grieved and with
which he grappled.^* I do so with the understanding that in SG 26 Bernard is striving to paint himself as (and maybe to become) the man he
believes he ought to be—for God and for others: a man who responds to
the death of another with grief that sounds the depths of his emotional
attachment to the deceased but does not compromise his faith. In so doing, Bernard sculpted a lesson about grief to pass on to others.
By presenting reflections on his own experience as mourner and juxtaposing this with the joy that belongs to his brother Gerard, now at rest
in heaven, Bernard offers his readers a picture of death as seen from the
point of view of those left behind—the living—and death as seen from
the point of view of the blessed dead. I argue that Bernard identifies his
own mourning as imitatio Christi, and he concedes the power of Gerard's
experience in heaven to overwhelm his own loss. More, Bernard presents
himself as a model to his monks. In his grief-induced tears they may
identify their own without fear that their sorrow compromises their faith.
Bernard is telling them that they may indulge in mourning, confident
that the anguish of their grief will be followed by renewed joy and may
even bring them closer to God.
DEATH FROM

GERARD'S

PERSPECTIVE AND DEATH FROM

BERNARD'S PERSPECTIVE

AS BERNARD MAKES clear in his commentary on Song 1:4, many among
the living long to quit the body; they hunger for death, eager to see God
"face to face [1 Gor 13:2]" (SG 26.1-2; GF 7:59). As we learn later in this
sermon, Gerard did not fear dying or death. He welcomed death "with
duction, 22). See Brian Stock, "Experience, Praxis, Work, and Planning in Bernard of Clairvaux: Observations on the Sermones in cántica" The Cultural Context of Medieval Learning: Proceedings of the
First International Colloquium on Philosophy, Science, and Theology in the Middle Ages—September
igj-}, ed. John Emery Murdoch and Edith Dudley Sylla (Dordrecht [Holland]: Reidel, 1975) 223-25,
for what Bernard means by experience and its role in his thought. For the centrality of experience
and literary expression in Bernard's writings, see Southern 227-29. For the role of experience in
Bernard's spirituality, see Sabersky 187-216.
26. I do not separate out the persona Bernard adopts in his literary pursuits from the man
who wrote the texts that tell us about himself. In this way, my own reading of the sermon is not
dissimilar to that Pranger has offered {Bernard) and that Brian Patrick McGuire has recently signaled as compatible with his own (Introduction 12).
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overflowing joy [Is 35:2]" (SG 26.11; GE 7:71)." And in death, Bernard is
sure, Gerard has reaped "a harvest of joys," "a profusion of blessings"; he
has been "plunged into the abyss of light, become engulfed in that sea of
endless happiness." Gerard is now united to God to such a degree that
"his whole being somehow changed into a movement of divine love" (SG
26.5; GE 7:63).
The blessedness that Gerard enjoys consists precisely in that for which
he yearned during his life and which evaded him continually: rest.^* Motivated by the demands of charity, obedience, and humility (SG 26.6),
Gerard, in his earthly life, was busy with the burdens associated with a
monastic community—supervising masons, smiths, and farm workers,
overseeing the gardens (SG 26.7), tending to visitors (SG 26.6), and so
forth. In consequence, he sacrificed longed-for tranquility. "What a busy
man he was!" (SG 26.6; GF 7:64), exclaims the abbot in approbation and
gratitude, a man whose own struggles to balance contemplation and action are well known to us.^' Gerard—so Bernard informs us—gave voice
on his deathbed to his yearning for freedom from his exertions:
O God, you know that in as far as it was possible for me I have wanted
a tranquil life, the freedom to be with you. But fear of you, the community's will and my own desire to obey, and above all my deep love for
one who was both my abbot and my brother kept me involved in the
business of the house. (SC 26.6; CF 7:65)
"In his great humility," writes Bernard, "he hoped for more fruit from our
quiet than if he himself had leisure" (SG 26.6; GF 7:64-65). Bernard's de27 On Bernard's attitude toward death, see Leclercq, "Joy," who uses SC 26 as one of several
examples to illustrate Bernard's sense of the joy associated with dying.
28. For the significance of rest in Bernard's thought, see Jean Leclercq, The Love of Learning
and the Desire for Cod: A Study of Monastic Culture, trans. Catherine Misrahi, 3"' ed. (New York:
Fordham UP, 1982) 67; Bernard McGinn, The Growth of Mysticism, 4 vols.. The Presence of Cod: A
History of Western Christian Mysticism (New York: Crossroad, 1994) 2:212.
29. See for example M. André Fracheboud, "Je suis la chimère de mon siècle: le problème
action-contemplation au coeur de saint Bernard," CoU 16 (1954): 45-52, 128-36, 183-91 and, more
recently, Sommerfeldt, Bernard 114-23. For a thoughtful discussion of the tension Bernard experienced between his commitment to service and desire for contemplation, see Pranger, Bernard,
esp. 188-201, who takes up the topic in the context of Bernard's lament. On Bernard's sense of
himself as (contemplative) bride to Christ, the Bridegroom, see John R. Sommerfeldt, "Bernard as
Contemplative," Bernardus Magister: Papers Presented at the Nonacentenary Celebration of the Birth
of Saint Bernard ofClairvaux, Kalamazoo, Michigan, ed. John R. Sommerfeldt, CS 135 (Kalamazoo:
Cistercian, 1992) 73-84.
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scription of tbe details of Gerard's labor and renunciation is reminiscent
of bis description, in tbe initial portion of tbis sermon, of life as arduous
pilgrimage and wearisome warfare. It is from tbis bardsbip tbat Gerard
bas escaped: be bas completed the pilgrimage; be bas won tbe war.
In dying and in death, Gerard's joy mocked death. Bernard describes
Gerard's last moments, wben the dying man displayed in bis own person
Paul's proclamation:
I was summoned to witness this miracle, to see a man exulting in the
hour of death, and mocking its onset. "Oh death, where is your victory?" A sting no longer but a shout of joy. A man dies while he sings, he
sings by dying. (SC 26.11; CF 7:70)
Bernard proceeds to enumerate a series of reversals, familiar in
Christian literature: deatb, "motber of sorrow," bas become a "source of
gladness"; deatb, "enemy of glory," bas been made "to contribute to glory."
"You are dead, O deatb," Bernard trumpets and tben alludes to tbe process by wbicb death was tricked into swallowing Cbrist, wbom, because
be was free from sin, deatb bad no rigbt to seize (SC 26.11; CF 7:70). Tbe
cosmic drama of Cbrist's victory is recapitulated in Gerard's triumpb.
Addressing deatb, Bernard crows: "tbe very pit of perdition, you bave
been made a way of salvation, and tbat by man wbo was a sinner" (SC
26.11; CF 7:70). A sinner straining toward salvation witb bope and expectation (and in song!), Gerard is tbe model of tbe dying monk. For Gerard,
deatb is dead (SC 26.11), and in its stead utter bappiness reigns.
Very different from Gerard's experience is tbat of Bernard, for wbom
deatb remains tbe "enemy of all tbat is sweet" (SC 26.4; CF 7:62). Deatb
accomplisbed wbat was untbinkable wbile Gerard was alive: "While you
lived wben did you ever abandon me?" (SC 26.4; CF 7:62), Bernard asks.
Tbe bond between Gerard and Bernard was so firm tbat notbing save
deatb could sever it (SC 26.4). Tbe loss of Gerard recalls itself daily to bis
brotber wbo catalogues tbe numerous ways in wbicb Gerard's absence
released Bernard from "worldly conversations" (SC 26.6; CF 7:64) tbat
Gerard made possible. A Martba to Bernard's Mary, Gerard's desire to
serve monks and lay people alike, and bis ability to do so competently and charitably (SC 26.6), allowed Bernard tbe luxury to fulfill more
expertly bis abbatial responsibilities, including teacbing bis monks (SC
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26.6) and savoring prayer more fully (SG 26.7), as well as to be better
able to pursue his studies of the Lord (SG 26.6) and to preach (SG 26.7).^°
Gerard "shouldered every burden that I might be free" (SG 26.6; GF 7:64),
Bernard admits. In contrast, he divulges to Gerard, without him, "cares
rush in on me, troubles press about me on every side; manifold anxieties
have found me companionless, and, since you departed, have stayed with
me" (SG 26.8; GF 7:67).
Whereas Gerard now enjoys the tranquility denied him whüe on
earth (because, Bernard almost seems to say, while he was alive he placed
the well being of others above his own),^' now Bernard's own tranquility
(won through the capable love and obedience of his humble brother) has
been taken from him.^^ "Gan any man lightly say that I can get along
without Gerard, unless he be ignorant of all that Gerard meant to me?"
Bernard cries out (SG 26.10; GF 7:69).
It is more than "the loss of a loyal helper" that Bernard bewails (SG
26.8; GF 7:68). He grieves the loss of him with whom he was "of one heart
and one soul [Acts 4:32]" (SG 26.9; GF 7:68).'' Images of light and love
evoke Gerard's languid immersion in the bliss of eternity. In contrast, the
language of brutal physical rending characterizes Bernard's own experience: Gerard was "snatched from" Bernard's hands (SG 26.4; GF 7:61);
with Gerard's death, Bernard's "very heart is torn" from him (SG 26.9;
GF 7:68). Life without Gerard is a deep and galling wound (SG 26.4), for
death has mutilated Bernard's soul, the nobler part of which was one with
his brother (SG 26.9). Bernard bemoans the lost mutual intimacy (SG
26.4): "were not my worries, O Gerard, better known to your heart than
to mine? (SG 26.6; GF 7:64). As Pranger has observed, Bernard presents
30. For parallels between the practical support that Bernard acknowledges that Gerard provided and that Bernard misses, on the one hand, with, on the other, Ambrose's expression of the
losses he sustained in consequence of Satyrus's death, see McGuire, Friendship 46.
31. Sabersky 196.
32. Insofar as Bernard paints Gerard as the perfect member of the monastic community, he
suggests that the tension between the exigencies associated with the common life and the desire for
contemplation is ever present for the monk and does not find resolution before death. Throughout
his sermon, Bernard stresses the virtue of charity, obedience and humility. But he places the greatest
emphasis on charity, suggesting that the fundamental tension is between charity—in the sense of
service to others, not emotion—and tranquility. On the relationship between love and action in
Bernard's thought, see Evans 130-33.
33. Such language is familiar from Bernard's writings to his friends and on friendship. See
Fiske for a wonderful discussion of the language Bernard uses in such contexts.
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his brother's love for him as the force that shaped Bernard's own life, and
Bernard identifies Gerard as having been formed in his commitments
in large part through his loyalty to Bernard (SC 26.6; CF 7:65)." Vivid
hurt and fierce love rage: "Gerard was mine, so utterly mine" (SC 26.9;
CF 7:69).
Bernard is wounded not solely by the cost to him of the contemplation, study, teaching, and preaching that were his through Gerard's
assistance. He is wounded not only by the absence of Gerard's cherished
companionship. He is wounded, too, because the wound has been inflicted on him alone: "only I am wounded by the parting.... you feel our
absence no loss" (SC 26.4-5; GF 7:62-63). "Why have we lost each other?"
he demands to know (SC 26.4; CF 7:62), and yet, he concedes, "all by
myself I experience the sufferings that are equally shared by lovers when
they are compelled to part" (SC 26.10; CF 7:70). The disparity between
the loss the living endure and the gain of the blessed death sounds again
and again throughout this sermon.'' The asymmetry of experience reverberates throughout, underscoring the transformation of the relationship
the brothers long enjoyed.'* While Gerard was alive, the two men shared
equally and with each other all that was delightful. With Gerard's death,
"The sword pierced both my soul and his, and cutting them apart placed
one in heaven but abandoned the other in the mire [Lk 2:35]" (SC 26.9;
GF 7:68).
The joy that Bernard is confident his brother experiences is the source
of restless reflection. "Would that one day, however far off, I may follow
you wherever you go" (SC 26.11; GF 7:70) exults Bernard, addressing his
brother and, as Ann Astell observes, claiming as his own the words the
Apocalypse attributes to the virgins who follow the Lamb (Rev 14:4; Astell 132).'^ The exultation is, however, momentary; Bernard buckles in his
34. Pranger, Bernard esp. 172-73.
35. "Never as much as in this brief passage," writes Leclercq (he has in mind 26.7.11; CF 7:7071) "has Bernard sung of all the joy there is in dying" (Leclercq, "Joy" 168). Never in any of his works
does Bernard express so profoundly the heaviness of grief as in this sermon. For the contrast between the joy of the dying person and those who anticipate separation from her or him, see Bernard's
reflections on the death of Humbert (Leclercq, "Joy" 169).
36. Bernard's dismay over the difference between his experience and that of Gerard's is more
stirring when we recall that for Bernard, a mark of friendship is that the parties "share all in common" (Fiske 86).
37. On Bernard's notion of the friend who is dead drawing to heaven the friend who remains
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grief once more. Speaking to his brother in the following passage, the
abbot muses not on his own expectant joy but on the anxiety Gerard's
heavenly happiness provokes:
How I long to know what you think of me, once so uniquely yours. .
. . Perhaps you still give thought to our miseries, now that you have
plunged into the abyss of light, become engulfed in that sea of endless
happiness. It is possible that though you once knew us according to
the flesh, you now no longer know us and because you have entered
into the power of the Lord you will be mindful of his righteousness
alone, forgetful of ours. Furthermore, "he who is united to the Lord
becomes one spirit with him" [l Cor 6:17], his whole being somehow
changed into a movement of divine love. He no longer has the power to
experience anything but God, and what God experiences and relishes,
because he is filled with God. (SC 26.5; CF 7:63)
Bernard, alone and lonely (SG 26.8), is keenly aware that his brother,
glorying in the presence of Ghrist, the angels, and the saints, has acquired
new, more loveable companions (SG 26.4). Gerard continues to be enormously important to his brother; Bernard wonders with unease whether
he himself may no longer be of significance to Gerard. Bernard's apprehension is more poignant when we remember his utterance, earlier in
this Sermon: "Whoever loved me as he?" (SG 26.4; GF 7:61).
Needing to be remembered by Gerard who loved him so vehemently,
Bernard asserts that in heaven, Gerard's being joins with God in such a
way as to satisfy Bernard's own yearning to be remembered by his brother
(SG 26.5). The passage I quoted from above continues:
But God is love [1 Jn 4:8], and the deeper one's union with God, the
more full one is of love. . . . Your love has not diminished but only
changed; when you were clothed with God you did not divest yourself of concern for us, for God is certainly concerned with us. All that
smacks of weakness you have cast away. And since love never comes to
an end, you will not forget me forever. (SC 26.5; CF 7:63)
This passage affirms that the particular affections we estabhsh on earth
do continue in eternity. Believing that "social intercourse, especially bebehind, see Fiske 23. Astell (132) argues that Bernard's desire for Gerard and desire for heaven be-

come joined.
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tween friends, cannot be purposeless" and that feelings of friendship are
part of what it means to be a human being (SG 26.10; GF 7:69), Bernard
asserts that the memory of those whom we valued in life and our affections for them do not dissipate in heaven but are preserved. The brother who in life addressed him as "father" has become, in heaven, like a
mother to Bernard, only now, his love assimilated to divine love, even
more loyal in the continuation of his commitment. "I can almost hear
my brother saying," Bernard writes, "'Gan a woman forget the son of her
womb? And if she should forget, yet I vnll not forget you' [Is 49:15]" (SG
26.6; GF 7:64).'«
We have cause to question the steadiness or perhaps the depth of
Bernard's optimistic conviction, or at least it is apparent that he was uneasy about precisely how love for those on earth lives on in heaven. Bernard wrestled with the implications for the living of love's transformation
in heaven." We cannot but suspect here some apprehension on Bernard's
part about the vulnerability of human affection when souls sink into the
pleasures of heaven. In any case, neither the conftdence that Gerard rests
in the bliss of eternity, surrounded by lovable companions and empty of
all sorrow and want, nor even the (perhaps equivocal) conviction that
Gerard has not cast Bernard from the net of his affections is sufficient
to soothe Bernard. Gerard does not grieve for Bernard, and his absence
smarts still: for still "he is not there" (SG 26.6; GF 7:64)."° And so Bernard's grief, even if abated, does not die. And this grief troubles him.
He struggles to hold it at bay before he succumbs to its claims, making
manifest his pain in plain sight of his monks and before the eyes of his
readers. That he did so—that he displayed publicly these emotions, in
deed (as he relates) and in the telling—was not, as he describes it, without
opposition, opposition emanating from himself. In order to explore this
38. On Bernard's understanding of himself as father to Gerard, see Verbaal, "Preaching" 13033, and Pranger, Bernard 204-5.
39. Anna Harrison, "Community Among the Saintly Dead in Bernard's Sermons for the Feast
of All Saints" Last Things: Death and the Apocalypse in the Middle Ages, ed. Caroline Walker Bynum
and Paul Freedman (Philadelphia: U of Pennsylvania P, 2000) 191-204.
40. On the importance of the physical presence of his friends to Bernard, see Fiske 87-91,
who relates Bernard's many and fierce complaints at being separated from his friends, an indication,
to Fiske, of the depth of his love for them. The language Bernard uses to convey his pain in separation from his friends is graphic, laden with images of hearts and wombs and breasts. Bernard writes
of one friend that his leave taking is as if "an unborn chñd... has been violently cut out" of Bernard's
womb (Fiske 90).
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internal opposition as Bernard presents it and to understand its source
and tbe reasons for wbicb Bernardfinallycapitulated to bis grief, we need
to consider more fully Bernard's rage and desolation, tbe trajectory of
wbicb be charts for us.

BERNARD S REFLECTIONS ON GRIEF
BERNARD BEGINS THE portion of SC 26 tbat treats of Gerard's deatb by revisiting, in memory, Gerard's grave and recollecting tbe feelings tbat tore
at him as be voiced tbe customary prayers over bis brotber and tossed
eartb onto bis body. During tbe funeral rites, Bernard strove to quasb bis
emotions:
With all the force of faith that I could muster I resisted my feelings,
striving, against my will, not to be vainly upset by what is our natural
destiny, a debt that all must pay by the law of our condition, by the command of God and his just judgment; the God we must fear because it is
he who strikes, his will we must accept. (SG 26.3; GF 7:61)
Faith compels Bernard to resist bis feelings. He explains wby and in
doing so rebearses a litany of complaints against tbe grief associated witb
deatb familiar from tbe writings of late antiquity. As tbe passage above indicates, to grieve at tbe deatb of anotber implies tbat we cballenge God's
judgment, rebel against "our condition," attempt to defy "our natural destiny," and protest tbe "debt tbat all must pay."^' Gerard was God's gift to
Bernard (SC 26.13; CF 7:73), and Gerard's deatb is a punisbment tbat God
bas imposed on Bernard.*^ Deatb is a penalty meted out to mourners,
Bernard concludes, identifying in bis suffering witb Job:''^
41. For a patristic precedent of this chain of associations, see Ambrose, De excessu, passim.
42. It is also the act of death itself, which envied tbe works Bernard performed and so contrived to divest him of the companion on wbom Bernard's own productivity (and leisure) depended
(SC 26.6; CF 7:64-65). It is God, and not death itself, however, whose role in taking Gerard from him
Bernard underscores. Sabersky (for example, 196-208) elaborates compellingly on Bernard's sense
of distance from God consequent upon his brother's death and his sense of his own suffering as a
punishment given by God. Elsewhere in his writings, Bernard sometimes expressed the belief tbat
tbe separation of friend from friend (while both were alive) was likewise a punishment from God for
sin (Fiske 91). On the ambivaience that his feelings for friends triggered in Bernard, see Fiske, and
see Harrison 342 n. 56.
43. See von Moos 172-73, wbo has noted a variety of references to Job in the Sermon, referen-
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With the rod of his anger be [God] struck me [Lam 3:1], justly because I
deserve it, harshly because I can bear it.... I have no wish to repudiate
the decrees of God [ Jb 6:io], nor do I question that judgment by which
each of us has received his due; he [Gerard] the crown he had earned, I
the punishment I deserved. (SC 26.10; CF 7:69)
Grief is, in some real sense, both pointless and a mark of the sinfulness of
human beings. In this assessment, Bernard locates himself in a long line
of Ghristian thinkers. Bernard acknowledges that he grieves over Gerard
because he, Bernard, is "sold under sin, destined to die, subject to penalties and sufferings" (SG 26.9; GF 7:69). Bernard thus tried to suppress
his sorrow. He found, however, that he could not do so, protesting at last.
My heart is torn from me, and shall it be said to me: "Try not to feel it?"
I do feel it intensely in spite of myself, because my strengtb is not the
strength of stones, nor is myfleshbronze [Jb 6:12]. I feel it. (SC 26.9;
CF 7:68)
As an abbot concerned to offer himself as a model to his monks, judged
appearances to matter. Thus, to the extent that he could not resist "overpowering sorrow," he fought to frustrate its outward expression, fearful
"lest my affections should seem stronger than my faith" (SG 26.3; GF
7:60). "I have forced myself to refrain from much weeping, though inwardly troubled and sad. I could control my tears but could not control
my sadness" (SG 26.3; GF 7:61). But to repress his sorrow, Bernard tells
the reader, was to do violence to himself (SG 26.3; GF 7:60). Moreover,
Bernard perceived that his sadness increased precisely because he did
not give vent to his emotions: "the sorrow that I suppressed struck deeper roots within, growing all the more bitter, I realized, because it found
no outlet" (SG 26.3; GF 7:61). Thus aware that his grief was festering for
having been concealed, Bernard concludes, "All that I endure within
must needs issue forth" (SG 26.3; GF 7:61). He continues, admitting his
desire for his sons' sympathy: "But let it be poured out before the eyes of
my sons, who, knowing my misfortune, will look with kindness on my
mourning and aflbrd more sweet sympathy" (SG 26.3; GF 7:61).
ces that he thinks Bernard culled from Gregory the Great's Moralia in lob.
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In the space of one passage—the very passage that introduces his
lamentation—Bernard moves from suggesting that the sadness accompanying the death of one whom we love is an outrage against God to
confessing that he himself has been guilty of such sorrow to disclosing
the pressing need to reveal his pain outwardly and in the company of his
monastic charges. Augustine, too, was moved to tears uncontrollable at
the death of his mother, tears that were, to him, a pillow for his heart. But
it was in God's sight alone that Augustine wept; it was God's ears and not
the ears of other human beings that heard him weeping, and it was God's
nearness to his sorrow that comforted him (Augustine, Gonf 9.12).*^ Bernard does not sequester his emotions, burrowing into secret confidences
to seek solace with God. Unlike Augustine, Bernard is compelled to the
public expression of his intimate grief.'*' Bernard, however, intimated that
the mourner's grief was an offense against God. Did he regard his own
grief as an insult to God?
He did not. As he explains, he did not murmur against God but trusted in God, and he praised him. Bernard praises God in his goodness—for
having given Gerard to him (SC 26.13; CF 7:73) and for admitting Gerard
into the celestial kingdom. He praises God in his justice—in punishing
him, Bernard, by taking Gerard from him. "Have I not been completely
fair," he demands to know, "when I said that the one who was punished
deserved it, the one who was crowned was worthy of it?" (SC 26.13; CF
T-T^-"^ What Bernard, that devoted friend and champion of friendship,""^
emphasizes in his defense is that his sorrow is a correlate to his friend44. See von Moos 162-91 for a comparison between Augustine's and Bernard's shedding of
tears.
45. In his need for a public context for his grief, Bernard recalls Ambrose (De excessu), whose
lament for his brother Satyrus, although it takes up the topic of the shame associated with grief,
betrays little of the anxiety over grief that animates the whole of SC 26. Confident that his weeping
does not proceed from unbelief or from weakness, Ambrose is sure that with his tears he incurs no
grievous sin. It is interesting that, if Bernard did know Ambrose's sermon, it did not alleviate the
need for him to work through the relationship between private grief, public mourning, and faith.
46. Bernard's acknowledgment of himself as deserving of God's punishment is, of course, a
mark of his humility, the exercise of a virtue crucial for the one who wishes to ascend to God by grace
(SC 34.1; CF 7:160-61).
47 Scholarship on Bernard's friendships is vast. See for example J.-Ch. Didier, "La dévotion à
l'humanité du Christ dans la spiritualité de sant Bernard," Supplément à la "Vie Spirituelle" (AugustSeptember, 1930): 15-16, who turns to Bernard's words about Gerard to illustrate Bernard's delight
in friendship; Fiske 5-25, 85-103 is especially wonderful; McGuire, Friendship esp. 251-58; and McGuire, Difficult Saint, esp. 43-73.
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ship with Gerard. To the (rhetorical) charge that his anguish is carnal (SG
26.9; GF 7:69), Bernard proclaims that to grieve for a friend is human,
and it is necessary:
It is but human and necessary that we respond to our friends with feeling; that we be happy in their company, disappointed in their absence.
Social intercourse, especially between friends, cannot be purposeless;
the reluctance to part and the yearnings for each other when separated
indicate how meaningful their mutual love must be when they are together. (SC 26.10; CF 7:69)
Sorrow at a friend's death reaffirms the significance of friendship and the
love shared between friends. He who does not mourn has not loved.
Bernard inserts his woes into a long train of tears shed by those who
loved deeply. David wept for his parricidal son, Absalom; he cried for
Saul and for Jonathan. Their perdition was the cause of his tears, tears of
compassion poured forth without injury to his faith (SG 26.12; GF 7:72).
Bernard reveals that he mourns Gerard for many reasons: for the poor,
for the house at Glairvaux, for the Order; his keenest suffering is born of
his burning love for his brother. His tears are tears of sufl^ering triggered
by loss of one he lovesfiercely.And about his pain, he turns staunchly unapologetic: "Let no one embarrass me by telling me I am wrong in yielding to this feeling" (SG 26.12; GF 7:72). We are here far from Augustine,
who seems not to have shaken off but to have remained with the worry
that his grief over another's death was a tell-tale sign of his unwholesome entanglements in earthly aftections (Augustine, Gonf 9.7.33-8.34).
While Augustine may provide the literary model for Bernard's sermon,
it is Ghrist and not the North African theologian who is Bernard's model
mourner, authorizing by example Bernard's grief and its public expression. And yet Bernard never does make such a pronouncement explicit.
At Lazarus's tomb, so Bernard instructs the reader, Ghrist neither
forbade weeping nor chastised those who wept. Indeed, "'Jesus wept'
[Jn 11:35]" (SG 26.12; GF 7:72). It is not entirely clear what Bernard believes moved Jesus to tears. Bernard does not elaborate on the cause of
the weeping, nor should we suppose the meaning Bernard derives from
the scriptural story to which he refers to be self-evident. Indeed, in the
long history of Ghristianity the account of Jesus' response to the death of
Lazarus has been variously interpreted, and in ways that some modern
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readers may find surprising and from which Bernard's own understanding of Jesus' tears departs.*^
A glance at a few interpretations from the patristic period of the biblical verse and surrounding story is instructive. Thus, for example, in a
homily on the Gospel of John, Augustine associates the tears at the tomb
with Jesus' indignation at sinful humanity. "Ghrist wept," and thus, writes
Augustine, "let the man weep for himself. For why did Ghrist weep, except to teach man to weep.""*' Jesus teaches by example: as he wept for the
sinner, so each of us should groan in self-accusation. Jesus' tears model
tears of repentance (Augustine, In Ev Ioann 19). The fifth-century Bishop
Basil of Seleucia (d. after 468) casts Jesus' tears as an expression of pity
for faithless Jews, on the one hand, and, on the other, regards them as ev48. Twentieth-century commentators offer a range of interpretations. I provide a few examples. Rudolf Bultmann argues that the wailing of Mary and the Jews at the death of Lazarus provokes
Jesus to anger, for their cries betray a lack of faith in Christ's "presence—the presence of the Revealer
. . . in whose presence earthly death is void" (Rudolf Bultmann, The Gospel of John: A Commentary,
trans. G. R. Beasley-Murray, R. W. N. Hoare, and J. K. Riches [Philadelphia: Westminster, 1971] 406).
For Bultmann, Jesus' own weeping is meant to prompt the Jews' remark "see how he loved him," "and
so to set in a yet brighter light the motif of the faithlessness in the presence of the Revealer" (Bultmann 406). Francis J. Moloney [The Gospel of John, Sacra Pagina Series, vol. 4 [Collegeville: Liturgical, 1998] 331) thinks that the Jews misunderstood Jesus, who wept not out of love for Lazarus but
because "of the danger" that his gift of himself "will never be understood or accepted
Jesus weeps
in frustration" over Mary's mournful sorrowing over her brother's death. Rudolf Schnackenburg
(The Gospel According to St. John [New York: Crossroad, 1990] 2:337) argues that for John, the Jews'
remark misses the point; Jesus does not mourn the loss of his friend, Lazarus, but the "bitterness
of physical death" itself. Considering John 11:35, C. K. Barratt writes: "it is not more legitimate to
say Jesus wept than that he was angry at the unbelief implied by the lamentations of Mary and the
Jews" (C. K. Barratt, The Gospel According to St. John: An Introduction with Commentary and Notes
on the Greek Text [Philadelphia: Westminster, 1955] 400. Sandra M. Schneiders, on the other hand,
( Written That You May Believe: Encountering Jesus in the Fourth Gospel, revised and expanded [New
York: Herder, 2003] 105,181), reads the remark of the Jews ("See how he loved him") as the way in
which we should understand Jesus' tears: "an honest sharing in Mary's grief and perhaps in her anger
at death.... Jesus, in his most fully human moment in the Fourth Gospel, legitimizes human agony
in the face of death" (Schneiders i8i). Schneiders finds in the biblical account evidence of Jesus'
compassion for many—not of his own friendship with Lazarus and sorrow over his friend's death.
In a commentary on the account that recalls Schneiders', Pierre Adnès remarks, "Jésus même a pleuré
au tombeau de Lazare. C'est ne pas seulement un mort aimé qu'il approache, c'est le drame même de
la mort qu'il va vire lui-même bientôt au nom de l'humanité" (Pierre Adnès, "Larmes," DSpir, ed. M.
Viller, F. Cavallera, et al. [Paris: Beauchesne, 1975] col. 289. Raymond Brown {The Anchor Bible: The
Gospel According to John [i-xii], intro., trans., and notes Raymond E. Brown [New York: Doubleday,
1966]) contends that Jesus' "weeping is caused by the thought of Lazarus in the tomb" (426; and see
435 for Jesus' sorrow).
49. Augustine, In Ev Ioann 19.37-38;; Augustine, Homilies on the Gospel According to St. John,
and His First Epistle, 2 (London: Oxford, 1849) 2:664.
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idence of tbe restraint Jesus wisbed to model for mourners.'" Commenting on tbe larger biblical passage, Basil writes tbat among tbe Jews, some
supposed tbat Jesus' love for Lazarus was tbe cause for Jesus' tears. Tbis
is an interpretation Basil does not bimself adopt. Jesus' tears are, instead,
an implicit scolding of tbose wbose weeping is, to Basü, excessive. At
Lazarus' tomb, Jesus did not wail, nor did be moan. He did not rend bis
clotbes; be did not tear bis bair. Jesus wept. Wby, Basil asks, sbould one
weep as a corpse bim wbo is merely at rest, bim wbo sball be raised? Wby
trouble witb cries one wbo is awaiting tbe trumpet? Cbrist bas risen, Basil proclaims, and so sball we. Immoderate grief offends tbe One wbo has
been resurrected. Jesus wept, and in doing so, he defined tbe bounds of
our sorrows (Basil 180).
In considering Jesus' tears as a call to moderation in mourning, Basil
is in tbe company of sucb earlier Cbristian writers as Jobn Cbrysostom (c.
347-407) and bis friend tbe Antiocbene tbeologian Tbeodore of Mopsuetia (c. 350-428). Unlike Basil, bowever, botb Tbeodore and Cbrysostom
do ascribe Jesus' weeping to grief over tbe deatb of Lazarus. According
to Tbeodore, Jesus, since be was about to raise Lazarus, bad no cause to
weep.'' And yet, be continues, "Jesus wept." He did so to teacb us, Theodore continues. Not wishing us to be overwbelmed by our grief, Jesus
wept exactly to put a limit to our own sorrow (104)." Tbeodore's acknowledgement of Cbrist's grief is perfunctory, occupying minimal space in bis
commentary. Cbrysostom, on tbe otber band, elaborates on wbat is, to
bim, a grief tbat is proper to tbe buman nature Cbrist assumed:
I know that human nature is tried [by the death of dear ones] and misses
their companionship and daily converse with them. It is impossible not
to show grief. Ghrist also showed it, for He wept because of Lazarus."

50. "Basil of Selucia's Homily on Lazarus: A New Edition," ed. and trans. Mary B. Cunningham, Analecta Bollandiana: Revue critique d'hagiographie 104 (1986): 180.
51. Theodore of Mopsuetia, Commentary on the Gospel of John, Ancient Christian Texts, trans.
Marco Conti (Downers Grove, IL: IVP Academic, 2010) 104.
52. Just as does Basil, Theodore associates Jesus' tears witb bis feelings toward the Jews, although in his Commentary on John, anger at their disbelief in the miracles he performs displaces pity
as the emotion the Jews rouse in Jesus.
53. John Chrysostom, Hom in Ioann 62; John Chrysostom, Commentary on Saint John the
Apostle and Evangelist, Homilies 48-88, trans. Thomas Aquinas Goggin, FC 53 (New York: Fathers of
the Church, i960) 176.
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Moreover, Ghrysostom instructs his readers to model themselves after
the weeping Jesus. "Follow his example" Ghrysostom urges (Ghrysostom,
Commentary 176). Yet he comes closer to Basil than the above portion
of the passage from which I quote suggests. For Ghrysostom's homily
continues, "weep, but gently, with decorum, with the fear of God. If you
weep in this way, you do so, not as if you were without faith in the resurrection, but as one finding the separation hard to bear" (Ghrysostom,
Commentary 176). Ghrysostom acknowledges that Ghrist grieves because
to grieve is human; what Jesus models is not capitulation to grief, however, but its manly management. As for Basil, so too for Ghrysostom,
Jésus' tears are an admonishment of those who would abandon themselves to grief (Ghrysostom, Commentary 178). Fearful that such a surrender signals a lack of faith in the resurrection, Ghrysostom worries
that it condemns Ghristian teachings as "mere fancies," "jokes, lies, and
tricks" (Ghrysostom, Commentary 174). Grieve rather your own sins,^*
Ghrysostom urges, recalling Augustine. Be resigned to the lot decreed for
us in common (Ghrysostom, Commentary 179), he councils, calling for a
resignation in the face of the death of another that, he insists, we ought
to complement with happiness in the case of the death of a just man—
"because his faith now rests secure and he is free from uncertainty for the
time to come" (Ghrysostom, Commentary 177).
Turning to Ambrose's funeral oration for his brother Satyrus, with
which Bernard may have been familiar, we find the bishop of Milan identifying Jesus' tears at Lazarus's death as tears of grief. They are, as well,
tears for all humanity—tears, that is, for the death that awaits us all. "We
have not incurred any grievous sin by our tears," Ambrose concludes. He
explains.
Not every display of sorrow is a sign either of a lack of trust in God
or of weakness in ourselves. Natural grief is one thing, sorrow which
comes from lack of hope is another, and tbere is a great difference between longing for wbat you bad and grieving because you bave lost it.
. . . Whenever a patriarch was buried, his people wept profusely.... I
frankly allow that I, too, have wept, but the Lord also
54. When Jesus said: "Blessed are they who mourn" (Mt 5:5), he had in mind mourning over
one's sins—not over the death of another, Chrysostom insists (Commentary 176).
55. Ambrose, De excessu; FC 22:165.
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Longing for his beloved Satyrus, into whose dying mouth he poured
his own breath (Ambrose, De excessus; FG 22:169), Ambrose, his writings suggest, suffered on account of the death of his brother. The Bishop
shows no sign of having agonized over his grief. Although he characterizes his grief as immoderate (Ambrose, De excessus; FG 22:165,167) and
bids himself to imitate Paul's confidence "that God will bring with Jesus
those who have fallen asleep in him" [1 The 4:14] (Ambrose, De excessus;
FC 22:165)—self-reproach does not mar Ambrose's oration, and interior
struggles do not seem to have accompanied his weeping. Bernard, in contrast, both enumerates the reasons he should not lament and purports to
suffer under their burden.
When Bernard turns to the biblical account of Jesus at the tomb, he
does so weighted down with the worry that his own tears may be—and
may be seen as (which is not the same thing)—betraying his lack of trust
in God. What is therefore important to Bernard in Jesus' tears is that they
were "not signs that he lacked trust" (SG 26.12; CF 7:72). In Christ's weeping, Bernard finds contained relief from the fear that his torment at the
death of his brother was a sign that his emotions betrayed faithlessness;
"our weeping is not a sign of a lack of faith" (SC 26.13; GF 7:72), Bernard
declares.
Bernard's Sermon on Gerard does not underscore Jesus' love for his
friend, Lazarus. It does, however, seem to presuppose it. It appears that,
in Bernard's understanding, Christ shed tears associated with grief for
his friend, now four days dead—why would Bernard make the point that
Jesus' tears did not betray a lack of trust unless he supposed they were
tears of grief not unlike his own, tears wept over the death of a friend? But
Bernard does not say so explicitly.'*
We cannot, therefore, turn to Bernard for an unequivocal claim that
Jesus wept with sadness over loss for a friend well loved. It is the grief
itself that Bernard underscores when he considers Jesus' tears—and not
the friendship that gave rise to the sorrow. For a clear and convincing
claim that the tears Jesus wept at Lazarus's death were tears of bereavement for a beloved friend, we will have to wait for iElred of Rievaulx.
56. In this context, it is worthwhile recalling those other tears to which Bernard looks as
license for his own watery lament, David's tears. David wept not because he longed for the presence
of those whom he lost to death but out of compassion for them who he believed were lost to God,
according to Bernard.
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iElred, in the course of whose cri de cœur that is his lamentation over
the death of his friend Simon addresses Ghrist thus, commenting on his
Savior's sweet and gentle tears: "What a savor and consolation they give
to my troubled mind. Look how he loved him [Jn 11:36], they said," he
continues, seeming to signal his agreement with the Jews' interpretation
of the tears.'^ ^lred, who probably knew Bernard's SG 26, melds Ghrist as
model mourner with Ghrist as model friend so that he explicitly accepts
the Jews' pronouncement on the source of Ghrist's tears. For Bernard, it is
enough that Jesus' tears were "not signs that he lacked trust."
Earlier in SG 26, Bernard wrote, "While others wept, I . . . followed
with dry eyes in the wake of the cruel bier, stood with dry eyes at the
graves" (SG 26.30; GF 7:60). Later in the sermon, Bernard speaks to himself words that contrast boldly with his earlier determination to refrain
from weeping:
Flow on,flowon my tears, so long on the point of brimming over; flow
on, for he who dammed up your exit is here no longer. Let the flood
gates of my wretched head be opened [Gen 7:11], let my tears gush forth
like fountains, that they may perchance wash away the stains of those
sins that drew God's anger upon me [Jb 6:2]. (SC 26.8; CF 7:67)
Bernard was able to accommodate his grief to his faith by differentiating his tears—those of a brother pining for the man he loved—from
those of the sinner thrashing against God's just punishment. Bernard
winces from pangs of sorrow at Gerard's death, but he does not question God's judgment in taking Gerard from him (SG 26.12; GF 7:71, and
SG 26.13; GF 7:72-73). Grief is "human": "Jesus wept." Questioning God's
judgment is impious. Bernard thus presents to his readers two kinds of
mourners, one faithful, one irreverent, the latter meriting harsh rebuke,
the former worthy of compassionate comfort (SG 26.13; CF 7:72).'* As
McGuire has argued, Bernard sought to carve out a secure place for
mourning in twelfth-century monastic spirituality. What seems to have

57. yElred of Rievaubc, Spec car 1:112; JElred of Rievaulx, Mirror of Charity, trans. Elizabeth
Connor, CF 17 (Kalamazoo, MI: Cistercian, 1990) 157; Aelredi Rievallensis Opera Omnia, ed. A. [Anselm] Hoste and C. H. Talbot (Turnholt: Brepols, 1971) 63.
58. For a similar point, see Sabersky 201.
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gone underappreciated is that he did so by identifying his mourning as
imitation of Ghrist.''
The very tears of bereavement that, Bernard once feared, not only
compromised his own hold on his faith but threatened his monks' as well
became for the abbot an opportunity to identify with Ghrist and so offer
himself as a model mourner, accessible to his own monks, all of whom
were sinners and who, like Bernard, were endeavoring to conform to the
humanity of Ghrist. Bernard's tears are, on the one hand, purgative (they
cleanse "the stains of... sins"),^° and so they reflect Bernard's (all of humanity's) fallen condition. On the other hand, Bernard seems to want to
say, his tears are an indication ofthat aspect of Bernard's (our) humanity
that Ghrist himself (wholly free from sin) assumed.*' In weeping, Bernard
thus acknowledges himself to be both a fallen son of Adam—deserving
of divine punishment—and an imitator of his God—taken over by grief
upon the death of one who had captured his love.^^ Tears of grief are
compatible with Ghrist's perfect humanity. Bernard's SG 26 represents an
important moment in the history of imitation of the humanity of Ghrist.
Jesus has become a model not of tearful restraint but of the harmony that
we may achieve between faith, on the one hand, and, on the other, grief
and its outward expression. Read in the context of Bernard's larger body
of writings, therefore, we may suppose that for the Bernard, mourning
properly executed was a means by which he furthered his own salvation.*^
59. McGuire, Difficult Saint 60. A larger context for Bernard's notion of mourning as imitatio Christi is the increasing interest, in the late Middle Ages, in identifying with Christ's humanity
coupled witb sustained consideration of Jesus' psychology. The fascination with identifing a range
of emotions with Jesus', including "fear, joy, sadness, and anger" and with exploring them testifies to
a loosening up of early Christian reserve—and, sometimes, anxiety—about attributing emotions to
Jesus. See Paul Gondreau, The Passions of Christ's Soul in the Theology of St. Thomas Aquinas, Beitragezur Geschichte der Philosophie und Theologie des Mittelalters (Münster: Aschendorff, 2002)
esp. 19, n. 6; Boyd Taylor Coolman, "Hugh of St. Victor on 'Jesus Wept': Compassion as Ideal Humanitas" TS 69 (2008): esp. 528-30.
60. For Bernard's ready turn to tears as an expression of tender love for his Savior, of desire for
heaven, of joy, and of regret, see Didier, La dévotion 17.
61. McGuire, Difficult Saint 138, argues that within monastic circles until the middle of the
twelfth century tears associated with compunction and those associated with bereavement had "little
to do with each other."
62. In this sense, the experience of mourning for Bernard is one that furthers self-knowledge,
so central to his spirituality. Or, better, it confirms his sense of who he is. On knowledge of the self in
the sermons on the Song of Songs, see, for example, M. Corneille Halflants, "Introduction, Bernard
ofClairvaux, on the Song of Songs 1, trans. Küian Welsh, CF 4 (Kalamazoo, MI: Cistercian, 1976) xiii.
63. Sabersky (188) has argued that Bernard's lament "is integrated into the structural model
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Bernard, fiercely attracted to Cbrist in tbe flesb, was confident that
Christ imitated us precisely in our own wretched misery,^^ assuming a
broad swatb of tbe pbysical pains and emotional burdens associated witb
our bumanity. "He bad to be made like bis brotbers in every respect"
(Heb 2:17), Bernard professes (SC 28.3; CF 7:90). In so doing, writes Bernard, be "sougbt me as I am" (SC 84.6; CF 40:193). As Bernard tells us in
bis Steps of Humility, Christ wanted to experience our suffering exactly in
order to liberate us from our wretcbedness.*'
For tbese reasons, it is botb possible and necessary** for us to come to
God tbrougb imitation of Cbrist, every detail of wbose life is, in Bernard's
understanding, pregnant witb significance for our salvation.*^ In bis sermons on tbe Song of Songs, Bernard gives an indication of tbe place of
imitatio Christi in bis religiosity. About Cbrist, be writes:
Because he is a man I strive to imitate him; because of his divine power
I lean upon him. The examples of his human life I gather like medicinal
herbs; with the aid of his power I blend them, and the result is a compound like no pharmacist can produce. (SG 15.6; GF 4:111)
Let us imitate Cbrist as best as we can,*' Bernard urges, bim wbo "by
living boUly in tbe midst of sinners . . . laid down a pattern of life tbat
is a path way back to tbe fatberland" (SC 2.27; CF 7:19). As Fiske has
argued compellingly, pbysical separation from friends was to Bernard a
participation in tbe suffering of Cbrist (Fiske 91). Tbe separation associ-

of a gradual ascent to God."
64. CS 20.6; Leclercq, "Imitation" 38-39.
65. Hum 3:12.
66. Leclercq, "Imitation" 45.
67. Didier, "L'imitation" esp. 82 and 89; Didier, "Devotion" 1-19. For the role of imitation of
Christ in Bernard's thought, see Jean Leclercq, "The Imitation of Christ and tbe Sacraments in the
Teacbing of St. Bernard," CSQ 9 (1974): 36-54. Histories of medieval religiosity single out Bernard
of Clairvaux as a principal figure in articulating and stimulating contemporary devotion to the humanity of Christ; Felix Vernet, La spiritualité medieval (Paris: Bloud, 1929) 15; Southern, esp. 231-40;
Ewert Cousins, "Tbe Humanity and Passion of Cbrist," Christian Spirituality: High Middle Ages and
Reformation, ed. Jill Raitt, in collaboration with Bernard McMinn and Jobn Meyendorff (New York:
Crossroads, 1989) 379-80; Giles Constable, Three Studies in Medieval Religious and Social Thought:
The Interpretation of Mary and Martha, The Ideal of the Imitation of Christ, The Orders of Society
(Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1995) esp. 188-90.
68. See Adv 4.7.
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ated with death seems to have been another means for Bernard by which
those left behind might join with Ghrist.

FREEDOM FROM GRIEF
BUT THIS IS not the whole story. Bernard, freed from self-imposed chains
of self-restraint, almost seems to reinstate their claims on him. Bernard
concludes SG 26 with an expression of ambivalence about the expression
of his own grief, as Dorette Sabersky has observed.*' Moreover, if we do
not stop our reading at the conclusion to SG 26 but continue our study
to include SG 27, as recent scholarship has urged (Dutton 22-26; Pranger,
Bernard 8o-8i),we hear Bernard sounding an alarm similar to that which
we find in the writings of Basil, Ghrysostom, and Theodore. At the beginning of SG 27, Bernard to himself pronounces, "our grief should not be
excessive" (SG 27.1; GF 7:74). If it is so, he persists,
it will seem to express our regret for the service we have lost rather than
our love for bim [Gerard]. To tbink tbat the one we love is in a state of
bliss must ease the pain of our bereavement; to realize that he is with
God must make his absence from us more bearable. (SC 27.1; CF 7:74)
Here Bernard introduces arguments for self-composure that he does not
entertain in SG 26. He cautions that he ought not to weep extravagantly
for Gerard because weeping for one who is bathed in eternal bliss may
seem to derive from crass need and not from wholesome love, and he
pleads that the joy of the beloved should allay the sadness of the bereaved.
Gone are the gentle hints of jealousy, sprung from Bernard's suspicion
that he has been displaced in his brother's affections by other, more lovable companions; banished is the ache that Gerard does not ache for
him. And so in SG 27, Bernard, after acknowledging that his brother has
arrived at last in the heavenly homeland, gets on with the business at
hand, doubling back to his exegesis of the Ganticle. He appears to have

69. See Sabersky, according to whom Bernard concludes his Sermon with the clear sense
that he "is wrong in stating his pain over Gerard's death" and that the Sermon demonstrates that
"Bernard lost the sense of the validity of his feelings" of grief and became "ashamed of his mourning"
(Sabersky 206-7).
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overcome the fear, the anger, and the sorrow into which Gerard's death,
howeverfleetingly,thrust him. What are we to make of this?
Perhaps to some, SC 27 on this account undermines the ability to take
seriously the fullness of grief by which Bernard asserts in SC 26 he was
overwhelmed. We should be careful not to pass over briskly the damage
Bernard confesses Gerard's death visited on him, however. As Pranger
argued, the death of Gerard shapes the self that Bernard discloses to the
reader in SG 26, a self he presents as reliant on the brother in whom his
soul rested and on whom he can no longer lean in the manner in which
he had become accustomed; this is a self that, therefore, found its identity compromised (Pranger, Bernard 172-73; Verbaal 127). Bernard's basic
commitments—to his own life, to his community, and to his God—may
have been placed in question.^"
In its depiction of the disruption that death deals out to those left
behind, SG 26 evokes the disquiet that beset Augustine at the death of
his young friend, when the African theologian admitted, "If I said. Trust
in God, my soul did not obey—naturally, because the man whom she
had loved and lost was nobler and more real than the imagined deity in
whom I was bidding her trust" (Gonf 1.4.4; Sheed 6o).It conjures up the
web of anxieties so many modern writers associate with death of someone they love profoundly. "No one ever told me," C. S. Lewis disclosed,
"that grief felt so much like fear."^' And yet the slackening of the clutch
of grief will come as little surprise to those acquainted with Bernard's life
and thought.
For Bernard, to linger too long, too deeply in the shadow of the most
immediate meaning of Gerard's death for /z¿mse/f would mean a protracted loitering in a life clouded with misery (SG 26.4; GF 7:62). It would
mean that death had dealt a fatal blow to Bernard's very perception of
reality, the reality that, he believed, the Church proclaimed when it heralded "the promise of happiness to come" (1 Tim 4:8; SC 27.3; CF 7:77).
In his belief in this promise for the future, Bernard is in continuity with
his Christian past. He admits, implicitly and with John Chrysostom, that
too excessive a show of grief ¿5 to betray lack of faith. If Bernard's grief
70. Sabersky (for example, 188-89) underscores the profundity of the loss of Gerard for Bernard's basic sense of relationship with God.
71. C. S. Lewis, A Grief Observed (San Francisco: HarperSanFrancisco, 1989) 15.
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produced a lasting and fundamental shift in his self-perception or in his
theology, Bernard left no obvious mark of this.^^ "My life, if you can call it
that, will be one of bitterness and mourning [Jb 3:20]" (SG 26.8; GF 7:67),
Bernard declares in SG 26. This was not to be.
Gontrary to what he asserts in SG 26, the picture SG 27 paints is of a
world that, stripped of Gerard's palpable presence, remained very much
as it was before his death; Bernard does return to his preaching, taking
up anew the task that his sorrow for a time, as he tells it, prevented him
from continuing. As he presents it, the death of his brother and the sorrow that followed upon it did not undermine but confirmed Bernard's
understanding of who he was. Bernard came to interpret his tears as evidence that he was the same man he had long known himself to be, a
sinner seeking salvation through imitation of Ghrist.'^ For him, the world
after Gerard's death seems to have teetered a bit; we do not know for how
long—but not for Bernard the implacability of grief. Bernard never does
explain precisely how he detached himself from his misery; SG 26 does
not lay out the stages by which the bereaved may emancipate herself or
himself from the crush of grief. Bernard does, however, intimate what
allowed him to arrive at (or, better, return to) a settled sense of self in
relation to God.
72. Leclercq, "Imitation" 37, observes that there is "hardly any perceptible evolution in" Bernard's teaching. McGuire's study of the place of tears in Bernard's life and thought does indicate,
however, that his mourning for Gerard may have influenced Bernard's religious practice; his understanding of the role of tears in the monastic life may have taken a turn after Gerard's death. According to McGuire {Difficult Saint 142), Bernard elaborates a new category of tears in the monastic life,
which join tears of compunction and the tears associated with longing for heaven. These are tears of
compassion for another whom one knows and loves. It is interesting that Bernard's sermon at Bishop
Malachy's funeral (1148), ten years after Gerard's death, as well as his sermon on the anniversary of
Malachy's death and his Life of St. Malachy do not reflect this development. Instead, they proclaim
the reasonableness of tearlessness in the face of the death of the other whom one regards as friend.
At the end of the Life, for example, we read, "Our friend Malachy is asleep and do I mourn? Such
grief is maintained by custom, not by reason. If the Lord has given sleep to his beloved and such
sleep in which the inheritance of the Lord are children, the reward of the fruit of the womb, which of
these would seem to call for tears? Shall I weep for him who is beyond all weeping? He is dancing,
he is triumphing, he has been led into the joy of the Lord—and I should mourn him?" (Bernard of
Clairvaux, V Mai 31.75; Bernard of Clairvaux, "The Life of Saint Malachy," The Life and Death of Saint
Malachy the Irishman, trans. Robert T. Meyer, CF 10 [Kalamazoo, MI: Cistercian, 1978] 92).
73. Bernard exalted the human person, created in the image of God, the bride sought after by
the Bridegroom, and he never lost sight of the wretchedness of human beings. For the significance
in Bernard's thought of the tension between who we are and are meant to be, see Leclercq, "Introduction" 39, and Bernard McGinn, The Presence of God: A History of Western Mysticism, vol. 2, The
Growth of Mysticism (New York: Crossroad, 1996) 172.
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SG 27 suggests that assimilated to eternal blessedness, Gerard will
continue to participate in Bernard's life, alleviating encumbrances such
as those, we may imagine, that Bernard was obliged to take up when the
brother on whom he depended died. For as Bernard recounts in SG 27,
the saints
overflow with kindness; their love reaches out till it comes down even
to us. Far from begrudging us the glory they enjoy, they want to share
it, and hencefindit no burden to accompany us for that purpose, sedulously watching over us and our concerns. They are all spirits whose
work is service, sent to us those who will be heirs of salvation. (SC 27.5;
Gommenting on the passage above, Marsha Dutton has remarked:
While Bernard originally felt deprived of Gerard's spiritual companionship and—most obviously—many services to him, he now understands
that among the blessed Gerard will still accompany him, watch over
him and his concerns, overflow with kindness now as in life, reaching
down with love. Where his service and companionship were in this life
temporary, now they are eternal. (Dutton 24)
We should not underestimate the value of the physical presence of
his brother to Bernard, however. As Fiske has argued, the physical presence of his friends was especially meaningful to Bernard, who was more
inclined to emphasize the value of spiritual presence of those with whom
he was not especially close (Fiske 95). However uncertain Bernard was
about contours of the relationships between those among the living and
the blessed dead who knew and loved each other while both parties were
alive, and however unnerved by his puzzlement and sometimes disappointment, he affirmed the continuity of such relationships and their
continuing productivity for the living. This belief may have played a role
in releasing Bernard from grief
More is at stake than simply Bernard's confidence in the solicitude
of the saints, into whose ranks Gerard has been admitted. We glimpse
in SG 27, in addition, what Bernard could not—as he depicts himself in
Sermon 26—previously countenance: a collapsing of the distinct vantage
points of the happy dead and lonely living that structured a significant
portion of that section of S 26 dealing with Gerard. Of those twin per-
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spectives, eacb of wbicb Bernard presented to tbe reader witb conviction
and witbout compromise, only one remains. In SC 27, it is as if tbe force
of Gerard's experience of glory bas finally trumped Bernard's anger and
sorrow and fear, as Bernard's experience gives way to Gerard's, almost
seeming to merge witb it.^* Tbe bracing passage from SC 27 I quoted
above ("To tbink tbat tbe one we love is in a state of bliss must ease tbe
pain of our bereavement" [SC 27.1; CF 7:74]) implies tbat Bernard must,
if be loves Gerard truly, sbare tbe joy tbat belongs to Gerard. To tbe ears
of some modern readers tbis way of putting things may bave a perfunctory timbre, at a remove from tbe patient and nuanced exploration of tbe
brotbers' distinct and altogetber contrary experiences tbat cbaracterizes
SC 26. Bernard's words recall Cbrysostom's empbasis on resignation and
on tbe bappiness proper to the mourner, a bappiness born of solidarity
witb tbe dead, free now from all worry. Bernard's words may be a mark of
tbe abbot's capitulation to admonisbments tbat ecboed from bis distant
Cbristian past as well as to bis success in incorporating into bis life tbe
substance of bis own teacbing on friendsbip and love.
As scbolars sucb as Etienne Gilson, Adele Fiske, and Cbristine Nesbitt Oppel bave taugbt us, Bernard's understanding of friendsbip—tbick
witb expressions of warmtb and tenderness, longing and need—depends
on an inberitance from Cicero, witb tbe insistence tbat only like knows
like (Gilson 92), and wbicb cbampions benevolence, disinterestedness,
and reciprocity as central to friendsbip (Fiske esp. 3-6).^^ "Insofar as two
friends sbare a likeness," tbey assume one another's identity.^* It is love
tbat barmonizes tbe souls of tbose wbo love eacb otber, according to Bernard, mutual empatby uniting tbem so closely tbat tbey feel eacb otber's
good and ill as if it were tbeir own. As intimate as tbey were wbile Gerard
was alive, it is clear tbat Bernard (altbougb be never actually says so)
could not believe tbat bis identity and tbat of bis brotber, now in beaven.
74. Leclercq notes that already at the deathbed, Gerard's joy in dying permeated Bernard's
heavy emotions, transforming them into joy ("Joy" 168). Whatever reprieve from sorrow belonged
to Bernard as his brotber nearing deatb rejoiced, it was abbreviated by the loss of Gerard (SC 26.7.1112,70-71) that is, until sometime later, as is evident in SC 27, we do not know when.
75. Elsewhere in his sermons on the Song of Songs, Bernard identifies true love as having
no self-interest. He suspects, he writes, that love that is founded on hope of gain is impure since it
desires something in return (SC 83.2).
76. Catherine Nesbitt Oppel, A Theology of Tears: From Augustine to the Early Thirteenth Century, (Ph.D. diss., Monash University, 2002) 97.

464

ANNA HARRISON

might continue to fold into each other in such a way as to make Bernard's
sorrow his brother's own; to do so would undermine Gerard's bliss.^^
For there is no place in Bernard's heaven for souls' pining for those
left behind, a boon for the blessed, but—S 26 hints—a source of anguish
and confusion (and joy!) for the living. (Not for Bernard Dante Gabriel
Rossetti's Blessed Damozel, who longed so in heaven for her lover that
"she cast her arms along the golden barriers, and laid her face between
her hands, and wept")!^^ Reciprocity, integral to Bernard's understanding and reported experience of friendship, appears compromised once a
friend has arrived in heaven. In some real way, therefore, it would seem
that death brings about an end to friendship, as Fiske has written (Fiske
23). At the least, we can say that for Bernard the role of disinterest is
highlighted in the expression of friendship of the one still on pilgrimage.
In Bernard's own friendship with his brother, this, he makes clear, is the
case, and necessarily so, "lest," as Bernard writes, his own sadness over
Gerard's death should "seem to express our regret for the service we have
lost rather than our love" (SG 27.1; GF 7:74).
In distancing himself in SG 27 from expressions of loss that are the
stuff of S 26, we may wonder, furthermore, whether Bernard was adhering to his own teachings that the power of love is stronger than fear (Gilson 78). For Bernard, "no attraction is stronger than love."^' In emerging
from the profundity of his grief, Bernard seems to have found in himself
more than a fleeting foretaste of that fearless love that he was confident
belonged to Gerard, now at rest in heaven.*"
As Bernard tells it, there was an additional and crucial component of
his release from the tight hold of grief: giving his sorrows public display.
This display seems to have resulted in a sort of siphoning off of sorrow
from the wound Gerard's death inflicted, so that the wound no longer fes77. With reference to the death of Gerard, Astell has argued that "Bernard comes (though
an imaginary dialogue with the departed) to accept the beloved's right to a separate existence" (121).
78. Dante Gabriel Rossetti,"The Blessed Damozel," Dante Gabriel Rossetti: Selected Poems and
Translations, ed. and trans. Clive Wümer (New York: Routledge, 2002) 43-46.
79. Bernard of Clairvaux, Div 29:3. God became incarnate precisely in order to capture our
love by showing us his own. "Do you see that even Majesty yields to love?" Bernard wrote in SC
59 (Bernard of Clairvaux, On the Song of Songs 3, trans. Kilian Walsh and Irene M. Edmonds, CF 31
[Kalamazoo, MI: Cistercian, 1979] 121). On this matter, see Jean-Marie Déchanet, "Les mystères du
salut: la christologie de s. Bernard," ASOC 9 (1953): 78-91.
80. On the love that reigns in heaven, see, for example, Bernard's SC 82 and SC 83.
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tered. Bernard proclaims his need for his monks' sympathy and couples
this need with his need to let loose his tears. About his sorrow he writes,
"Let it be poured out before the eyes of my sons, who, knowing my misfortune, will judge my mourning more humanely and console me all the
more sweetly" (SC 26.3; CF 7:61). "Let not mere conventional respect, but
your human affection, draw you to me in my sorrow" (SG 26.8; GF 7:68),
Bernard implores his fellow monks, confident in the efficacy of sorrow's
public expression. Tumbling forth without restraint*' and before his fellow monks, Bernard's tears helped heal the hurt.*^ They did so exactly
because and, it seems clear, to the extent that Bernard understood that he
shed them in imitation of Christ.

WHAT IS THIS TO US?
IN MUCH OF our modern Western world, to grieve too long, too furiously, too publicly is an extravagance that few of us can afford to indulge.*'
Some of us, like Bernard, may strive to check our tears, and for a variety
of reasons: because they show us as tepid of faith or, as we strive to cope
with the radically changed landscape that death reveals, they lay bare for
others—and for ourselves—our sometimes tenuous purchase on reality,
distancing friends, family, colleagues, and others from us at time when
our world is already shot through with loss. Tears are for many, at the
least, an affront to propriety, an embarrassment. But grief's outward expression is crucial, or so Bernard would have us believe. And many modern commentators will agree. "Mourning," remarks the psychoanalyst

81. Catherine Nesbitt Oppel has observed that, for Bernard, "the body expresses a truth which
is held in the heart" (Oppel 89). For Bernard, Oppel argues, "the uninhibited connection between
desire and body language represents a freedom of spirit that cannot and should not be tethered"
(Oppel 149). On the centrality of the sensorial to Bernard's interpretation of Scripture, including the
Song of Songs, see Stock 226.
82. "In Bernard the West learned the dignity and usefulness of tears of human loss," asserts
Brian Patrick McGuire with reference to SC 26 (Difficult Saint 143).
83. In a proposed revision to the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual ofMental Disorders (DSM),
grief becomes pathological if one succumbs for more than two months! (Alice G. Walton, "How Medicalizing Grief Turns Into Dollars," Forbes, http://www.forbes.com/sites/alicegwalton/2o12/o2/21/
how-medicalizing-grief-turns-into-doUars/ [accessed May 30, 2013]).
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Darian Leader, "requires other people,"^^ bemoaning the privatization of
grief that continues to exert a stranglehold on many of today's societies.*^
We should be cautious, however, of conflating a modern thirst for
mourning-in-community with Bernard's expressed need. The compassionate companionship Bernard was sure his fellow monks would afford
him was rooted in his monks' recognition of Ghrist as their Head and
without which such understanding Bernard's confidence in his brethren's
sympathy is frankly inconceivable. For Bernard, the joy that took root
when he wept was rooted in the Body of Ghrist. Mourning was for him
imitatio Christi—or at least it might be, provided the bereaved did not
harbor resentment but conceded the justice of the punishment that was
the death of the beloved. However much Bernard makes claims on the
sympathy of his monastic brethren, he is himself reserved in extending
his compassion to those who mourn. In the process of defending his own
expression of grief, Bernard compares it with those of others, remarking that although "my emotional outburst is certainly like theirs, the intention differs." "Their weeping, if I mistake not, is solely for the loss of
earthly glory." "Gan it be possible," he wonders, "that I am one of them?"
(SG 26.8; GF 7:68). He concludes that he is not. Just as not all grief is spiritual, neither are all tears shed in bereavement.
The particular components of Bernard's struggle will necessarily be
other than our own, and we may, in fact, find distasteful his climactic
turn to tears or, on the other hand, bristle at his attempts to moderate his
weeping, which wrap like staid parentheses on either side of his public
outburst. Not all of us will be able to erect a retreat from grief on convictions that resemble Bernard's own Ghristian commitments. We are like
Bernard in at least one elemental way, to which he draws our attention. In
the face of the death of someone we love especially, our strength "is not
the strength of stones," and our flesh is not bronze. "Getting at" the fears,
angers, and sorrows as another in the distant past has expressed them as
I have tried to do may aflbrd "a piercing comfort,"^* as Emily Dickenson
84. Darian Leader, The New Black: Mourning, Melancholy, and Depression (Minneapolis:
Greywolf, 2008) 8.
85. McGuire, too, urges that we may have something to learn from medieval monks about the
weeping associated with another's death {Difficult Saint 135).
86. Emily Dickenson, "I Measure Every Grief I Meet," The Complete Poems of Emily Dickenson, ed. Thomas H. Johnson (New York: Little Brown, i960) 272-73.
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wrote, her eyes fixed upon Galvary, a grasping at a solidarity of sorrow
that may embolden in us the belief that our own grief is both necessary
and may be assuaged, if not wholly overcome.
Surely this is in part what Bernard intended to oifer at least some
members of his reading audience, the assurance that their tears of bereavement would join a common pool of sorrows into which Ghrist's
teardrops too fell. In the lonely solitude grief too often imposes, we may
find sweet if passing salve—a sort of sympathetic powder, perhaps—in
the vehement and lively lament of a fellow mourner, however remote his
cry, however reluctant he himself might have been to mingle his tears
with our own.
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